Olga Golodets: A country’s development, its economy and the social well-being of its citizens are based on its human potential. Our aims are built upon tapping the potential of every Russian, this is the only way to bring good to society, including social well-being. Healthcare, culture and education do not only ensure citizens’ constitutional rights, but they are significant segments of the economy. The share of culture in Russia’s GDP is more than 2%, of education, 3% and of healthcare, 3.9%. To turn Moscow into an international financial centre will require a colossal effort. But Russia has long been and still is a recognised global cultural leader. We have something to offer in the social sphere as well.

Such as?

Olga Golodets: If you look at the majority of our higher education institutions you have to admit that the situation is difficult and they are struggling to compete with the international universities. But we are still competitive in the field of arts. If you look at dance schools, it is easy to see that Russia is one of the leaders in this sector. We could enrol many more students than we do currently. There are growth points within the social sphere. That potential must be tapped. 
What are you going to sell, Alexander Pushkin and Fyodor Dostoyevsky?

Olga Golodets: Let's not be simplistic. It's not just our past, but also our modern art that is is world class. Russia is still a magnet, especially when we hold high-profile cultural events. 
You want to turn ballet into an industry? You want to see people come to Russia to study dance like they go to Britain to study finance?

Olga Golodets: Not only ballet. There are other popular professions, though I have to admit that our artistic products are the most competitive at present. 
Do you consider healthcare in Russia to be a promising sector?

Olga Golodets: Yes, of course. It is a fact that Moscow will gain more from having medical centres rather than industrial enterprises on its territory. It sets requirements for people’s skills and for infrastructure. 
What social sector is the most important to you?

Olga Golodets: I consider the labour market to be the most important issue. Russia lags behind other developed countries in terms of the level of skills, requirements for professionals and in terms of legislation. The first law prepared by the Government’s division in charge of social matters was the law on professional standards passed last year. We are currently bringing professional standards into line with international requirements. We must break into the global market on all professional counts. The reform of professional standards is in many ways a change of mindset. For a long time we lived and thought differently from others. But modern economic development calls for root-and-branch changes, so our task is to develop new professional standards within two years.  
Are you going to change all the standards? 

Olga Golodets: The target has been set of developing 800 standards, no more. The existing lists of qualifications have more than 8,000 items, we are to cut that number by a factor of ten. We started with the professions that are most in demand in the market, in the growth sectors. The first standard we will unveil to the public will be the standard for teachers in general education. 
How do you invent standards? 

Olga Golodets: We do not invent anything. A standard is formed by the professional community before it is put up for discussion, above all with the employers and the trade unions. And we also compare our standards with those of other countries, for example, the UK, Canada, Germany, Australia and so on.
In what way will a teacher who meets the professional standard differ from an ordinary teacher?

Olga Golodets: A teacher must motivate a child to study. That is the main thing. Of course, no one should have any doubts that a teacher must have a thorough knowledge of their subject. New requirements are emerging, for example, teachers must be able to work with disabled children. 
Are you going to change school curricula?

Olga Golodets: Yes, and not only in schools but also in kindergartens. Children must develop and teachers must give qualified help in that. It is hard to predict what knowledge today’s toddlers and first-years will need 15-20 years from now. You cannot start preparing a nursery school child for entering a chemistry or physics faculty at university, but we should impart more habits and knowledge, an understanding of colour, music, physical fitness. At present children receive one hour of music lessons a week, and the results are not monitored, nobody can say whether they have learned to listen to music or to sing. The effect of such classes is practically zero. What is needed is a systematic approach where all the habits, including creative habits, are developed that will help children in the future. In China, for example, they have introduced the study of a musical instrument at school. I once asked my Chinese colleague, Liu Yandun, whether they have actually made the study of one musical instrument part of the school curriculum. She replied, “Yes. Two would be a bit too difficult.” Take an Italian drawing textbook. It gives an idea of 128 colours and all the palettes that are ever used. Such knowledge obtained in childhood changes a person’s view of the physical world and makes a difference to their future professional activities. Would Steve Jobs ever have made his innovative iPad if he hadn't studied design and graphics? If the culture of colour, movement, music and perception were more widespread society would develop more quickly. 
Isn’t there a danger that the education programmes that will be introduced after the standards will make education more expensive? Schools are already charging for extra-curricular lessons.

Olga Golodets: Free education is guaranteed under the Constitution. All the changes to curricula are being financed by the state. 
We are witnesssing an intensive process of school mergers in the capital and in other cities. How is that process regulated? The law on education does not say anything about it.

Olga Golodets: It is determined by the region’s policy. This is a worldwide trend: many leading schools have a large number of pupils. I recently attended an education exhibition in France. I was shown one of the country’s best schools, the Henry IV Lycee, which has produced four Nobel Prize winners, and it has 2,700 pupils. The Raffles school in Singapore, one of the top schools in the world rankings, has about 5,000 pupils. Whether we like it or not, good teaching is easier to organise where there are many children, many parallel classes and subject teachers. Such schools are able to form something like chairs or departments – mathematics, physics, languages, chemistry and so on. That makes for quality education. However, the existence of large schools does not rule out smaller specialised schools. Every school should have its own approach, both on the part of the administration and on the part of the parents’ committees which have the final say in determining the school’s future. 
What will be the next standard after the standard of a general education teacher?

Olga Golodets: A higher education teacher. Higher education is poised for major reform. Already there is a contest to select the higher education institutions that will be the locomotives. We are comparing our own education programmes with foreign education programmes in the professions that are most in demand. I visited the AvtoVAZ car plant recently and they asked me why Renault engineers study for three years and ours still study for five years and yet their engineers are better qualified than ours? That is a real problem. We have to take a thorough look at the whole chain – the BA, the MA courses and applied baccalaureate – so that  specialists are trained in skills for which there is demand. 
You have listed the main tasks you are going to tackle. Is it the case that the labour market is your priority and all the other social spheres will be developed on economic lines?
Olga Golodets: Not quite. Developing a market calls for massive effort. It is certainly a priority, but other areas are just as important. As for the social sector, our main priority is people and the main tasks are to do with creating technologically advanced efficient healthcare, education and culture. This should greatly improve people's quality of life and job satisfaction. For example, the country has an unacceptably high death rate from cardiovascular diseases. We are working hard to rectify the situation: we are building new centres, buying equipment and promoting preventative measures. Our target is to reduce the death rate from this disease from 737 per 100,000 people to 649 by 2018. We are working on demographic policy. For instance, we are planning to encourage young mothers to study, we will offer women who have given birth to at least one child free education at preparatory courses. 
Have these the targets been set to you by the Prime Minister? 

Olga Golodets: These are the priorities identified by the social ministries in accordance with the task set by the President and the Prime Minister. 
The pension reform is within your brief, and you haven’t even mentioned it as a priority.

Olga Golodets: Of course the pension reform is important for society. But the reforms in education, for example, are just as important for Russians as the pension reform, which is, after all, linked to the transformation of the tax system. Please take note that no major changes are being made to the pension system in terms of the tax burden: the taxes and levies are being kept within the existing parameters. We want insurance premiums to be paid not by 48 million people, like today, but by many more, because our economy employs 70 million people today. But all the steps in that direction are incremental, there are no drastic changes, no revolutions. 
How come? So many battles were fought over the pension reform, the Prime Minister even admitted to the mistakes of the previous government, which was reforming the pension system, and you think that everything is fine.

Olga Golodets: I can tell you more: additional education is an equally complicated system that takes a lot of fine-tuning. I am spending a lot of time on it. I think that is another area where a breakthrough is needed.
Can you explain the paid-up part of the pension? Why are you in favour of abolishing it?

Olga Golodets: Nobody is talking about abolishing the paid-up part. Our task is to make the paid-up system more reliable and efficient. A system only works if an individual or a company is saving consciously and the state is providing conditions for the development of a real financial market that stimulates saving. But if this is done on behalf of a person without their knowledge, in fact forcibly, they may find themselves on the losing end. We want to expand investment opportunities while keeping deposits safe. The system needs to be more effective and more attractive for people. Today 42% of the money that goes into the paid-up part is deposited with banks. The Government must expand investment opportunities. But first there must be a law to guarantee profits, and such a law does not yet exist. That is a serious topic for discussion. 
When we retire on a pension, there will be many of us and working-age people will be few. It’s the notorious demographic cross.

Olga Golodets: It is, to put it mildly, premature to be afraid of the demographic cross. In any case – and this is borne out by Finance Ministry and Ministry of Economic Development calculations, the number of payers and recipients will be balanced until 2050. We should not forget that many people continue to work after they reach retirement age, there are 13 million of them today. They also make their contribution to the revenue base. Just to remind you, the distribution mechanism is supported by the 22% that is deducted from your wages and is paid to pensioners. If you are a full member of the distributive system, you are exchanging your 22%  for 22% of the incomes of the generation that will pay your pension. 
What makes you so sure that the number of people who pay insurance premiums will go up? Statistics show that the labour market is growing in the grey sector, ie those who do not pay insurance premiums.

Olga Golodets: There is a whole system of measures to induce people to come out of the shadow sector. This is one of the tasks of the tax reform. If this is not done the pension reform has no chance. 
But so far there has been no progress in bringing people out of the shadow sector, in fact things are getting worse.

Olga Golodets: Revenues from insurance premiums are growing steadily. Last year the forecast for Pension Fund revenues was exceeded by 10%, this year 6.6% more payments have been collected in the first two months than was forecast. 
Is there already a clear idea of what the pension formula will be? Can you describe it briefly?

Olga Golodets: Leading experts have submitted their proposals to the Labour Ministry and to the Pension Fund. They had been asked to propose a formula that establishes a closer link between seniority, the amount a person pays and the size of their pension. The formula is being discussed among professionals, with employers and trade unions taking part.
What is your pension strategy?
Olga Golodets: I am used to relying on myself: my work and accumulated income – make up my living. 
Are you a beneficiary of a lifelong corporate pension?

Olga Golodets: Yes. Norilsk Nickel awards a corporate pension after you reach pension age. Thousands of company employees have signed up to the programme. By the way, 7 million Russians are already taking part in corporate pension plans, and that number should increase to 25 million under the new pension strategy.
There are reports that the Nornickel Mining and Metallurgical Complex tried to abolish the lifelong corporate pension for former directors, including you. 

Olga Golodets: Not that I know of.
Do you use this money?

Olga Golodets:  I am not a pensioner. I'm  a long way off retirement. 
Rallies have been held in the regions to protest against cuts in the number of hospital beds under the pretext of modernisation. Perhaps the Healthcare Ministry is going over the top and is not going about modernisation in the right way? 

Olga Golodets: The main requirement for healthcare and education is accessibility. If a community needs a primary healthcare centre or a hospital they must be there. No region has the right to remove what is necessary to make the service accessible.  

But the number of beds has already been cut by half. The problem exists. 

Olga Golodets: Every case should be judged on its merits. Accessibility is the number one concern. It is not by chance that the Government is developing an ambitious programme to revive air ambulances. 
The Healthcare Ministry unveiled a drug procurement strategy last year. Since then it has been cut back. 

Olga Golodets: The main task is to make treatment accessible for people suffering from serious chronic and rare diseases. For example, the Healthcare Ministry calculates that an additional 33 billion roubles a year is necessary to treat serious childhood diseases. The money is already in the Mandatory Medical Insurance system and will be spent on diseases that are often treated at the expense of charitable foundations. But the majority of difficult cases can and must be treated at the expense of the state, without an unreasonably long wait. To me it is a matter of principle, I constantly see in the press and on the internet appeals for money, which prompts a natural question: “Why isn’t the state doing it?” I ask my colleagues to look into such cases. The Healthcare Ministry is conducting a review of complicated cases to understand what it is about the MMI system that prevents it from handling such problems successfully. As a result of the revision, the MMI standards for children now include the second and subsequent chemotherapy courses, whereas before only the first course was covered by mandatory insurance. We need to find out where exactly there is a shortage of drugs and which drugs. Healthcare for children will be analysed first and then it will be the turn of adult healthcare. 
Will the list of diseases and drugs covered by the MMI be expanded? 
Olga Golodets: Yes, a revision is under way. The money for the immediate needs is available, but the main problems are lack of infrastructure and a shortage of qualified medical personnel. 
The Government is coming under heavy pressure from parliament, the Kremlin and the state television channels. Don’t you feel that the Government’s position is getting shakier by the day?

Olga Golodets: We are an open society. Any topic can be debated. The positions of all the participants in the debate, including civil society, have an impact on the final decisions. The fact that the law on orphans prompted so many comments and discussions helped us in our work. 
In what way?

Olga Golodets: If there had been no discussion the Government would never have approved the laws in the amounts that it has approved. The governmental council on guardianship in the social sphere was discussing the orphan situation long before the public debate, but nobody listened to us. The council members were arguing back in October that Russia is the only country in the world with children’s homes in their present form. Everybody agreed then that this was wrong, irrational and that the system had to be changed. An action plan was developed and we started moving in that direction, but nobody really backed us. Nobody felt that this was a priority matter. 
The Government has always considered social issues to be secondary. People are fed up with this: they pay taxes and in exchange they get dismal healthcare, education and face rudeness at pension funds. 

Olga Golodets: It is very important for the social sphere that civil society has become more active. More and more people are coming forward who are ready to adopt orphans, activists are putting pressure on schools and kindergartens through parent’s committees and on hospitals through boards of trustees. All this improves the situation. 
You opposed the ban on the adoption of children by US citizens. Has your position changed? How did the President’s Administration react? 

Olga Golodets: Everybody is open to discussion. I expressed my views as part of the discussion. Let me repeat, the discussion yielded an important positive result. Today 128,000 orphans in the country are waiting for adoption. Last year 69,000 children were placed with families. There is hope that as a result of the measures being taken 30,000 more children will be adopted by families. If this works, then all this has not been in vain. 
But not everyone has been able to go to the USA.

Olga Golodets: 259 children have stayed because decisions on them were not made. We are working on that, 18 children are about to be adopted. One child has been returned to its own family. We hope that families will be found for all the children soon. 
Won’t it be a traumatic experience for children? Some of them have met up with their American adoptive parents and now they are orphans once again.

Olga Golodets: If orphans in our society are to get a fair deal we all need to travel a long road and really reinvent ourselves. I recently met with a family in the Samara Region which adopted five children from a care home in addition to having children of their own. The mother said that the biggest obstacle to adoption is the attitude of the local community. Everybody around her opposed adoption: their parents, their neighbours and even their own children. The elder daughter said they began to treat her badly at school after her parents adopted children. Sadly, public consciousness on the issue of adoption in Russia is underdeveloped, but that will change, I hope. 
Should foreign adoption be banned altogether? 
Olga Golodets:  Foreign adoption is not banned. There are transparent mechanisms that make it possible to monitor how children live after adoption. Although every adoption is valuable, foreign adoption does not solve the problem. If Italians adopt 1,000 children there would still be 127,000 orphans left. We ourselves must change our attitude to our children. 
When you were writing a letter in support of adoptions by Americans were you aware that you could lose your job?

Olga Golodets: I think one can lose one’s job on account of incompetence: misguided decisions or decisions that have not been followed through. Discussion always precedes any steps in the field of state policy.      



